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Introduction
Australia is facing a growing homelessness crisis that is 
devastating people’s lives and damaging the nation’s 
productivity. Rising housing costs, income inadequacy, and 
service pressures are pushing more people into homelessness, 
while demand for homelessness support continues to grow 
without matching investment. As a result, too many people 
are missing out on the early help they need to keep their 
home or escape homelessness quickly, placing escalating 
strain on an already overstretched system.

Homelessness is not only devastating for individuals 
and families; it also undermines workforce participation, 
disrupts education, increases pressure on health, 
mental health and justice systems, and entrenches 
disadvantage across generations. When people 
cannot access timely housing and support, problems 
compound—driving higher costs and worse 
outcomes over time.

This Budget Submission identifies urgent, evidence-
based priorities to reverse these trends. It sets out 
practical investments to reduce the number of people 
losing their home, prevent homelessness before crisis 
hits, and deliver the housing and support needed to 
end persistent and repeated homelessness. Together, 
these measures would drive down homelessness, 
improve wellbeing and participation, and deliver a 
more effective and sustainable homelessness system 
for Australia.
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Reduce the 
number of  
people losing  
their home



Invest in social 
housing 

Lack of affordable rental housing is 
both a major cause of homelessness 
and a barrier to escaping it. Decades 
of rising rents and underinvestment in 
social housing have left Australia with a 
severe shortfall:

	■ more than 640,000 Australian households have 
unmet housing needs1

	■ almost 82,000 people who sought long term 
housing through homelessness services 
in 2024-25 missed out, including 2,900 
unaccompanied children, 8,500 people over 
55, and 29,000 people experiencing domestic or 
family violence2

	■ 69% of people who are homeless when they first 
seek help remain homeless at the end of their 
support period

	■ In the past three years, First Nations 
people using homelessness services has 
increased 14%

	■ First Nations people comprise less than 4% 
of the population but 29% of people using 
homelessness services. 

The Albanese Government has begun to reverse 
decades of underinvestment, and Round 3 of the 
Housing Australia Future Fund (HAFF) — opening 
January 2026 — will finalise the Government’s 
first-term social housing commitments. But without 
new investment in the 2025–26 Budget, the pipeline 
of new social housing will stall just as homelessness 
need is growing.

Targeted social housing for people most excluded from 
the private rental market will have the greatest impact 
in preventing and reducing homelessness.

FEDERAL BUDGET SUBMISSION 2026 | 5FEBRUARY 2026 HOMELESSNESS AUSTRALIA

Recommendation
	■ Set and fund a national target to increase the 
provision of social housing to 6% of housing 
stock over the next decade, and to 10% of 
housing stock over two decades and target 
homes to households in the highest need. 

	■ A 6% target over a decade would require 
36,000 additional social homes each year.

	■ Resource and enable the National Aboriginal 
and Torres Strait Islander Housing Association 
to lead, design and deliver a self-determined 
National First Nations Housing and 
Homelessness Plan



Strengthen the 
adequacy of 
income support 

Income inadequacy is also a major 
driver of homelessness. “Financial 
difficulties” is the most common 
reason people seek help from 
homelessness services:

	■ Three in four clients rely on income support as 
their main income

	■ More than one in ten have no income at all or 
are waiting for a payment to start

Recent Commonwealth Rent Assistance (CRA) 
increases in the 2023 and 2024 Budgets and an 
increase to JobSeeker in 2023 helped ease some 
pressure, but rents have outpaced those gains. Rental 
stress is now higher than before the CRA increases took 
effect. The number of households in high or extreme 
rental stress has jumped 19%, from 206,295 in June 
2023 to 245,995 in June 2025.

 
IMPACT OF CRA INCREASES ON RENTAL STRESS3

Rent stress level June 2023 Sep 2023 June 
2024 Sep 2024 December 

2024 June 2025

No rent stress 57%

CRA 
increased 

15% 

58%

CRA 
increased 

10%

61% 57%

Extreme stress 
(rent > 70% income)

7% 
(90,925)

8% 7% 9% 
(116,470)

High rent stress 
(rent > 50-70% income)

9% 
(115,370)

9% 8% 10% 
(129,525)

Rent stress 
(rent > 30-50% income)

26% 25% 24% 25%

Total rent stress 43% 42% 39% 43%

With rents continuing to surge, income support settings 
need a reset to prevent more people from slipping into 
homelessness.
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Recommendation

Increase working-age income support 
payments to at least $84 a day and lift the 
maximum rate of Commonwealth Rent 
Assistance by 50%.
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Fix the youth 
housing penalty
In 2024–25, homelessness services supported around 40,500 
children and young people aged 12–24 who were on their 
own, without a supportive adult. Many were fleeing violence 
or neglect and then faced further violence, exploitation and 
mental health crisis while homeless.



Too often, these young people get trapped in 
homelessness because the safe housing and support 
they need simply isn’t available. Two in three children 
and young people who were homeless at the start of 
support were still homeless when it ended — 9,345 
young people left with nowhere to go. 1,660 were 
sleeping rough at the end of support.

Among young people presenting alone:

	■ 46% report a mental health issue

	■ 72% are not enrolled in education or training

	■ One in three are Aboriginal or Torres Strait Islander

The consequences are life-changing and often deadly. 
Over the past decade, around 520 children who 
accessed homelessness services have died — one 
every week on average. Suicide is the leading cause 
of death. Without a safe home, adolescents miss the 
education, stability and support that shape adult life, 
entrenching disadvantage for years to come.

A structural barrier: 
the youth housing 
penalty

Young people receive significantly less income support 
than adults. This gap — the youth housing penalty — 
means young people pay lower rent contributions in 
social housing and are often screened out of tenancies 
because their rent doesn’t cover operating costs.

WEEKLY RENT PAID IN SOCIAL HOUSING BY INCOME 
SUPPORT TYPE (UNSW CITY FUTURES) 4.

Payment type Weekly rent

Youth Allowance $86.52

JobSeeker $120.37

DSP<21 $123.93

Aged Pension/ DSP 21+ $186.33

The impact is stark — and worsening:

	■ 1 in 7 people accessing homelessness support is 
an unaccompanied child or young person — yet 
only 1 in 40 social housing tenants is aged 15–24

	■ Tenancies for children aged 15–19 have fallen 
13% in three years (2,025 in June 2021 to 1,791 
in June 2024)5

	■ Tenancies for young adults aged 20–24 have also 
declined (9,002 to 8,723 over the same period)

This penalty doesn’t just exclude young people from 
existing housing; it also blocks the creation of new 
youth tenancies. Because the rent paid by young 
people doesn’t cover operating costs, providers 
need higher subsidies to make youth housing viable. 
But social housing investment programs — including 
the Housing Australia Future Fund — tend to allocate 
funding based on lowest cost, meaning projects for 
young people are routinely squeezed out.

The 2026–27 Budget is a chance to remove this 
structural barrier, create a fairer system, and unlock 
the youth housing supply Australia urgently needs. 
It’s also an opportunity to build on the success of the 
National Housing Infrastructure Facility – Crisis and 
Transitional Housing program, pairing new homes with 
the wraparound support young people need to thrive.
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Recommendation
	■ Address the youth housing penalty by:

	› Increasing the “Unreasonable to Live at 
Home” rate of Youth Allowance to at least the 
JobSeeker rate and/or;

	› Providing a supplementary payment to social 
housing providers for each youth tenancy to 
bridge the gap between the cost of housing a 
young person on the unreasonable to live at 
home rate of youth allowance and an older 
tenant receiving the DSP or Aged Pension.  

	■ Invest in an expanded capital program to 
deliver dedicated youth housing and recurrent 
funding for the wraparound support young 
people need, to build a pipeline of safe, 
stable homes for children and young people 
escaping homelessness.
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Scale up and 
strengthen early 
intervention to 
prevent children 
and young 
people becoming 
homeless
The age at which people first become homeless can shape 
their entire life trajectory. Evidence shows the risks compound 
early: people who have a first experience of homelessness 
before the age of 16 are most likely to experience 
homelessness as an adult. Early homelessness isn’t a brief 
disruption — it’s a gateway to long-term disadvantage unless 
we intervene.



The development and life transformation underway 
in adolescence also means it is the point at which life 
trajectories can shift most efficiently and at the lowest 
cost in comparison to adult intervention. It is where 
prevention delivers the strongest return on investment 
and where timely intervention can interrupt pathways 
toward lifelong disadvantage.

Australia has the benefit of strong foundations for 
early intervention in youth homelessness. The national 
Reconnect program is widely recognised as a world-
leading platform for youth homelessness prevention. 
Recent reviews confirmed its value — highlighting the 
importance of flexible local responses and trusted 
relationships — and showed the positive outcomes 
being achieved for many young people. They 
also identified opportunities to lift impact: stronger 
integration with other youth-focused services, greater 
consistency in practice, and a shared national 
outcomes framework.

The need to create stronger systems for early 
intervention is clear: over the past six years the number 
of children and young people getting to homelessness 
services before they have become homeless has 
fallen by 10%, while the number already homeless has 
increased by 6%.

The clearest way to refocus on prevention and deliver 
better results for young people is to build on the 
success of the Reconnect model and stage a transition 
toward the internationally recognised Community of 
Schools and Services (COSS) model. COSS shares the 
same purpose and focus on flexible local responses 

and trusted relationships as Reconnect, but has 
a stronger program logic, a structured outcomes 
framework, and backbone support to enable 
integrated, consistent delivery at scale. A staged 
transition would modernise the program, strengthen 
fidelity, and deliver better results for young people 
nationwide.The Albury and Geelong COSS Projects 
have demonstrated:

	■ 40–50% reduction in adolescent homelessness risk 
within 12 months.

	■ 95–97% of identified young people do not 
become homelessness service clients in the 
following two years.

	■ increased school engagement and 
stronger attendance.

	■ earlier identification of hidden cohorts, including 
students experiencing family instability or 
psychological distress.

	■ improved cross-sector governance and system 
coordination.

The 2026–27 Budget is a critical moment to strengthen 
and scale up Reconnect to become a truly national 
early intervention system capable of driving down 
youth homelessness.
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Recommendation

Invest in transitioning three Reconnect sites 
into three-year COSS model pilot locations as 
the first step in building a modernised national 
youth homelessness prevention platform.
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Prevent 
homelessness 
for more people
Preventing homelessness before crisis hits delivers far better 
outcomes for people and the system than responding 
after housing is lost. A targeted, system-wide approach to 
prevention —focused on people at heightened risk and 
those facing imminent housing loss — would significantly 
reduce homelessness and ease pressure on crisis services.



Invest in action to 
avert homelessness: 
a Homelessness 
Prevention 
Transformation Fund 

When specialist homelessness services can intervene 
early, they prevent homelessness in more than 80% of 
cases6. Despite this, surging demand unmatched by 
new funding means people are increasingly missing 
out on help until it is too late.

Over the past two years:7

	■ the number of people already homeless when 
they first accessed homelessness services 
increased by 11%; and

	■ the number sleeping rough at the start of support 
surged by 25%.

For people at risk of homelessness, the most common 
drivers are:8

	■ family and domestic violence (31% of at-
risk clients),

	■ housing crisis, including impending 
eviction (17%), and

	■ financial stress (14%).

With the right resourcing, prevention workers can act 
quickly and effectively to avert homelessness by:

	■ supporting people fleeing violence to secure safe 
housing or remain safely in their home;

	■ negotiating with landlords and real estate agents 
to prevent evictions; and

	■ providing advice, income support assistance, 
and short-term help to stabilise households during 
financial shocks.

Investing in prevention reduces demand for crisis 
accommodation and intensive post-homelessness 
support, improving both outcomes and value for 
money across the homelessness system. Each avoided 
episode of homelessness saves around $12,000 
in downstream costs across health, justice and 
emergency services.9

The 2026–27 Budget is a critical opportunity to shift 
the system upstream and prevent homelessness for 
more people.

FEDERAL BUDGET SUBMISSION 2026 | 12FEBRUARY 2026 HOMELESSNESS AUSTRALIA

Recommendation

Invest $500 million in a dedicated 
Homelessness Prevention Fund
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Effective 
responses 
to persistent 
and repeated 
homelessness 
A small but growing group of people experience 
homelessness repeatedly or for long periods, becoming 
trapped without the stable housing and ongoing support 
they need to recover and thrive. For many, support is 
essential to sustain housing and wellbeing — but this support 
is largely unavailable.



In 2024–25, around one in seven people accessing 
homelessness services were experiencing persistent 
homelessness10. This group faces multiple, overlapping 
challenges:

	■ 50% (20,500) had a current mental health issue

	■ 47% (19,500) were children and young people

	■ 42% (17,100) were women and children affected 
by family and domestic violence

	■ 34% (14,000) were First Nations clients

	■ 11% (4,600) were people exiting institutions or 
care into homelessness

	■ 7% (2,900) were older people

A severe shortage of safe, recovery-focused supportive 
housing means people are unnecessarily cycling 
between homelessness, crisis accommodation, 
hospitals and acute mental health services, 
correctional facilities and exploitative living 
arrangements.

Successive Royal Commissions and government 
inquiries — including those into disability, mental health, 
productivity in the care sector, and homelessness 

— have identified the same gap: the absence of 
permanent housing linked with ongoing support for 
people with complex needs.11 Despite repeated 
recommendations for reform and investment, this gap 
remains unaddressed.

The consequences are clear. Over the past six 
years, the number of people experiencing persistent 
homelessness has increased 39%, from 29,500 to 
41,100 people each year.

Expand access to 
Housing First and 
supportive housing

Housing First and supportive housing—providing rapid 
access to permanent housing alongside tailored, 
ongoing recovery and wellbeing supports—are 
proven to sustain tenancies for people with complex 
needs12 and deliver significant returns on investment. 
Yet availability in Australia remains extremely limited, 
leaving many people stuck in repeated homelessness.

Establish a national 
tenancy sustainment 
program

People with psychosocial disability and other complex 
needs face a high risk of tenancy failure. Proactive, 
flexible tenancy sustainment support can intervene 
early to prevent eviction and stabilise housing before 
problems escalate. A national tenancy sustainment 
program should be a core component of the promised 
mental health and disability reforms, addressing the 
long-standing unmet need for psychosocial supports.

The 2026–27 Budget, alongside upcoming agreements 
on foundational supports for people with psychosocial 
disability and on mental health and suicide prevention, 
presents a critical opportunity to deliver the housing 
and support needed to end persistent homelessness.
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Recommendation
Establish a national homelessness prevention 
program for people experiencing repeated 
and persistent homelessness, focused on early 
intervention, housing stability and recovery. The 
program would prioritise:

	■ Rapid expansion of supportive housing, 
delivering 20,000 additional units with 
integrated, wrap-around supports. Housing 
would be grounded in Housing First principles 
and include a mix of models to meet different 
needs, including youth-specific models and 
First Nations-led approaches.

	■ Tenancy sustainment support to help people 
with psychosocial disability and other complex 
needs secure and maintain housing. This could 
be delivered through the promised expansion 
of foundation/ psychosocial supports.

	■ An integrated national policy and program 
framework that aligns funding and delivery 
across social housing, homelessness, mental 
health, disability, the NDIS and aged care 
portfolios, reducing fragmentation and 
maximising impact.
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Homelessness Australia acknowledges the Traditional Custodians of all of the lands on which we meet 
and work. We pay our respects to First Nations peoples and elders past, present and future. 

Always was, always will be, Aboriginal land.

About Homelessness Australia

Homelessness Australia is the national peak body for homelessness. Through our member 
peaks and 500+ direct members, we reach thousands of frontline homelessness services and 

people with lived experience across the country. We lead systemic advocacy and build 
partnerships to prevent and end homelessness. 

Visit homelessnessaustralia.org.au or contact: 
Kate Colvin kate@homelessnessaustralia.org.au


